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I

n the book of Ecclesiastes, the meaning of
hebel ["vanity"] is not easy to define. Most
interpreters have chosen to understand it in
an abstract way, as a concept or a metaphor
to suggest the ideas of emptiness and absurdity.
The translation "vanity" has then been retained as
the best option; it is vague enough to adapt itself
to all the shades of the Hebrew word.
The discourse begins then with a strong accent
on vanity. The emphasis is rendered not only by
the repetition of the word in this verse [1:2]\ but
also by the superlative form "vanity of vanities."
Finally and more importantly, it is emphasized in
the phrase "all is vanity." This is a key phrase in
Ecclesiastes, appearing seven times in the book. 2

transitory character of life. Significantly, the book
of Ecclesiastes is the biblical book that is to be
read in the booths in order to accompany the liturgical flow of the Feast of Tabernacles. Biblical
tradition has [thus] associated the dedication of
the temple with Sukkot, the feast that reminds us
of the vanity of our lives, and also with the book
of Ecclesiastes, which preaches about that vanity.
Ironically, Solomon chose this particular setting
of Sukkot to dedicate his temple.
Yes even the temple, Solomon's greatest, holiest
achievement, was associated with vanity! The
expression "the words of Qohelet" points back
to the dedication of the temple. Solomon goes
back to the beginning and remembers; it is as if
he retraced his journey and realized the path he
had taken. This little allusion places the book of
Ecclesiastes in the heart of Solomon's repentance,
while lucidly, painfully, he measures the vanity of
his achievements, even the temple.

In fact, this message about vanity had already
been sounded before the discourse began; the
very first words that announced it, "words of
Qohelet" (1:1), take us to the setting of 1 Kings
8, where Solomon was addressing
the assembly (qahal) immediately Ironically, Solomon
*Excerpted from Ecclesiastes: All Is
after he had finished building the
Vanity, © 2006, Pacific Press Publishtemple (1 Kings 7:51). First Kings chose the particular
ing Association, Nampa, ID. Used by
8:2 tells us that the event took setting of Sukkot to
permission. All Rights Reserved.
place on the seventh month, Tishri
(September/October), during the dedicate his temple.
feast, that is, the Feast of Tabernacles, Sukkot
1. The ancient rabbis counted the word seven times: "Van(see Ezekiel 45:25; Nehemiah 8:14; John 7:37).
ity (1) of vanities (2), vanity (1) of vanities (2), all is vanity
Sukkot was the moment when the Israelites were
(1)." See T.A. Perry, Dialogues with Kohelet: The Book of
supposed to remember their passage in the wilEcclesiastes, Translation and Commentary (University Park,
derness, when they lived under their tents; it was
Pa.: The Pennsylvania State University Press, 1993), 24.
therefore a festive experience associated with the
2.1:2,14; 2:11,17; 3:19; 11:8; 12:8.
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